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      “A whole stack of memories never equal one little hope.”—Charles M. Schulz.
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      The February cold cut through Meredith’s black wool coat. She shifted Isla’s weight against her hip, the child warm against the bitter air. Around them, umbrellas dripped as people huddled under the grey sky.

      Five weeks since the phone call. We regret to inform you…

      The minister spoke about service and sacrifice, but she barely heard him.

      Service and sacrifice. The words felt like mockery. Where was God’s love in this? Where was His perfect plan? She’d been raised to believe He was Love itself, that He worked all things together for good. But standing here with her world in pieces, those Sunday School promises felt like the cruellest lies. Why take Cass now? Why leave Isla fatherless? Why, Lord? The questions burned in her throat, but the grey Highland sky offered no answers. Only silence.

      She tried to focus instead on Isla’s breathing against her neck. Her mother’s hand was steady on her arm, and her father stood close on her other side, the only solid things in a world that had cracked apart.

      Her daughter, four years old, was too young to understand that Daddy wasn’t coming home from this assignment.

      “When’s Daddy coming home?” Isla had asked that morning, struggling with the zip on her small, black dress.

      “Not for a very long time, sweetheart.” The closest she could get to the truth.

      Now Isla’s chin rested on her shoulder, solemn and watchful as adults she didn’t recognise spoke in hushed voices about a man who’d been more a stranger than father these past few years. Always leaving, always chasing the next story.

      The last fight echoed in her chest. Isla had been running a fever, and still, he’d been focused on his departure, checking his phone with that secretive half-smile she’d learnt to pretend not to notice.

      You care more about strangers’ stories than your own family’s!”

      “That’s not… Meredith, you don’t understand…”

      “I understand that your daughter barely knows you!”

      But there had been more in her voice: all the suspicions she’d swallowed, all the late-night calls he’d taken in another room, all the messages that made him smile in ways that had nothing to do with journalism. She’d known. But she’d chosen not to look too closely.

      The accusations that morning had been about Isla, about his priorities, but underneath had been all the questions she’d been too afraid to ask. He’d left without kissing her goodbye, jaw tight with anger, though his eyes told a different story.

      She should have called. Should have texted. Should have swallowed her pride and…

      “Mrs Fraser?”

      The librarian approached with that careful expression people wore around fresh grief. Thank you for coming. Yes, he would have appreciated it. No, we’re managing. The polite responses flowed automatically.

      More people hurried forward, pulling coats tighter against the rain—colleagues from Cass’s newspaper, villagers who’d known his family. Words washed over her while umbrellas bumped and people glanced at the darkening sky.

      Through the cluster of dark coats, she caught sight of a familiar figure walking away across the wet grass: tall, auburn-haired, moving towards the cemetery gates.

      Bryce Faulkner.

      She hadn’t seen him since they met at the airport when he’d brought Cass home. They had barely spoken since that terrible phone call from Ukraine, his voice carefully controlled. He’d stood here today because he’d promised to see Cass properly buried.

      He was leaving. Back to whatever dangerous corner of the world journalists like him called home. Back to the life Cass had loved more than quiet cottages and bedtime stories.

      When Bryce disappeared through those gates, she’d truly be alone with her grief.

      “Meredith, dear?” Another voice. “Is there anything we can do?”

      “You’re very kind, but we’re managing.”

      Managing. Such a small word for rebuilding a life from the pieces Cass had left behind.

      At night, after Isla was finally asleep, the questions came back. All those years of Sunday services, of being taught that God had a plan, that He never gave you more than you could handle. What plan could possibly include leaving a four-year-old without a father? What loving God watched a family shatter and called it good? She’d tried praying those first weeks—desperate, pleading prayers for strength, for answers, for just one sign that she wasn’t completely alone. But her words seemed to hit the cottage ceiling and fall back down, unanswered. Either God wasn’t listening or He simply didn’t care about one widow’s breaking heart.

      The cemetery was emptying, and people drifted towards cars as the rain grew heavier. Isla stirred against her shoulder, and Meredith realised her arms were shaking.

      She looked towards the gates one more time, but Bryce was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Bryce stood at the edge of the gathering, close enough to pay his respects but far enough to avoid conversations that would require him to lie about what kind of man Cass Fraser had become.

      The February wind cut across the cemetery with Highland ruthlessness, but he barely felt it. Two years of Ukrainian winters had recalibrated his understanding of cold. What bit at him now had nothing to do with weather and everything to do with the woman standing straight-backed beside the grave, her daughter’s small form pressed against her side.

      Meredith.

      Even thinking her name felt like a transgression. Mrs Fraser, he corrected himself though the formal address felt like armour that didn’t quite fit.

      She looked smaller than he remembered, the black coat swallowing her frame, but there was steel in the way she held herself. No dramatic collapse, no public breakdown. Just quiet dignity that made his chest tighten with something that had no business existing at his colleague’s funeral.

      Colleague. The word sat bitter in his mouth. They’d been friends once. Good friends, even. Before that evening at Meredith’s kitchen table. Before he’d started noticing how Cass smiled at his phone. Before he’d caught him with that journalist in Prague, the betrayal burning through Bryce like acid.

      He should have said something then. Should have confronted Cass, demanded he choose between his wife and whatever the hell he thought he was doing. Instead, he’d walked away from the hotel bar, from the laughter and intimate conversation that had nothing to do with work, and pretended he hadn’t seen anything.

      Coward.

      Alistair’s voice, dry with philosophical humour, filtered through his memories: “The commandment doesn’t specify whether the neighbour needs to be alive, does it, lad?”

      Even in death, Cass was still someone he’d once called friend. Still deserved better than having Bryce watch his widow with thoughts that belonged in confession, not at a graveside.

      But watching her was unavoidable. She commanded attention without seeking it: the way she shifted little Isla’s weight with practised ease, how she accepted condolences with grace that probably cost her everything she had left. Four years old, that wee one. Old enough to know something terrible had happened, too young to understand it would never unhappen.

      A man approached Meredith. Someone from the village, by his bearing. She knew him, spoke to him with the easy familiarity of someone who’d made a life here. Cass had never mentioned that. Never mentioned how she’d integrated into Bieldfell, how the cottage that had been his grandmother’s had become theirs, then hers.

      There were a lot of things Cass hadn’t mentioned. Like the messages that made him smile secretively during their long nights in bunkers and safe houses. Like the calls he’d taken outside, voice dropping to intimate registers that had nothing to do with journalism. Like the way he’d spoken about going home with duty rather than longing.

      Bryce had carried those observations back to Scotland along with Cass’s body, another burden to add to the collection. He’d made that phone call to Meredith with his friend’s secrets burning in his throat; had watched her face at the airport when he’d accompanied the coffin home; had seen her grief and felt like a fraud for knowing things that would make it more complicated.

      She deserved better. Deserved to grieve the man she’d thought she’d married instead of the one who’d been planning to leave her once this assignment had finished. Cass had been building up to it in those final weeks, talking about opportunities in Syria; about how some stories were too important to ignore; about how a man had to follow his conscience even when it led away from comfortable domesticity.

      “She’ll understand,” Cass had said, checking his phone again. “Meredith’s practical. She’ll see it’s better this way.”

      Better for whom? Bryce had wondered but hadn’t asked. Just like he hadn’t asked about the messages, about the calls, about the way Cass had stopped mentioning his family except as an obligation.

      Now, watching Meredith accept another mourner’s condolences with quiet grace, Bryce felt the weight of every unasked question. She thought she was burying her husband. She had no idea she was burying a man who’d already left her in everything but legal fact.

      The minister closed his book. The formal part was ending, which meant he should approach, offer proper condolences, and fulfil the duty that had brought him here. Instead, he catalogued the way exhaustion showed in the careful set of her shoulders, the way she held Isla like the child was the only thing keeping her upright.

      A memory surfaced unbidden: that evening eighteen months ago when he’d sat at their kitchen table, watching her move around the space with unconscious efficiency. She’d made it feel like home in a way he’d forgotten was possible. Not through decoration or fuss but through presence. The way she’d listened when Isla chattered about her day, how she’d included him in conversation without making it feel like a performance.

      “My wife Meredith,” Cass had said, not with pride, but with something in his voice that made Bryce uneasy. He had shaken her hand while something fundamental had shifted in his chest.

      He shouldn’t be thinking about that now. Shouldn’t be remembering the warmth in her laugh when Isla had declared that grown-ups were silly for drinking tea when juice was clearly superior. Shouldn’t be wondering if she ever thought about that evening, if she remembered him at all beyond being Cass’s colleague who’d driven him to the airport as a favour.

      The crowd was thinning. Time to go, to return to the guesthouse on Heather Wynd, where Highland hospitality had trapped him into staying longer than wisdom suggested. Time to pack his things and drive back to the city, to return to the careful distance he’d maintained since recognising what that evening had awakened in him.

      He shouldn’t have accepted Gina McRae’s invitation to stay at the Heather & Thistle. Should have found accommodation in Inverness—anywhere but the house that shared a garden wall with Meredith’s cottage. But Gina had been insistent, and he’d been too grief-stricken and guilt-ridden to think clearly about the implications of staying next door to the woman who’d been haunting his thoughts for eighteen months.

      It was time to honour his friendship with Cass by staying away from the woman who’d made him want things he had no right to want.

      He turned towards the cemetery gates, boots squelching in the soft ground. Behind him, voices murmured condolences and practical concerns—offers of help that would be politely declined, invitations that would go unaccepted. Meredith would manage alone because that was what she did. What she’d been doing long before Cass died, if the evidence of those final months meant anything.

      The irony wasn’t lost on him. He was walking away to protect her from his inappropriate feelings for a grieving widow while carrying knowledge that would shatter her illusions about the man she was mourning. The honourable thing was to leave her in peace with her grief. The honest thing would be to tell her the truth about her marriage.

      He was choosing honour over honesty, and it tasted like ash in his mouth. Just like staying silent in Prague had tasted like betrayal. Not just of Meredith but of the friendship he and Cass had once shared.

      The cemetery gates loomed ahead, wrought iron against grey sky. Once he passed through them, this would be finished. He’d have done his duty to a man who’d stopped being a friend the moment Bryce had realised what kind of husband he was, paid his respects to the dead, and removed himself from a situation that served no one’s best interests.

      Especially not hers.

      The wind picked up as he reached his car, carrying with it the scent of rain and something else: the faint sweetness of early snowdrops pushing through winter soil. Spring was coming whether the world was ready or not. Life insisted on continuation even in the presence of endings.

      He didn’t look back.
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      The wooden archway of The Little Bean Café & Farm stood bright against the grey September morning, its red-and-yellow paint garish as a children’s book illustration. The scent of wet earth and something sweeter, honeysuckle perhaps, drifted on the Highland breeze. Meredith pulled her black wool coat tighter, the fabric rough against her fingertips, watching Isla skip ahead towards the play area with more enthusiasm than she’d shown in weeks.

      “Mummy, can we see the Highland coos now?” Isla bounced on her toes, pointing towards the paddock where two Highland cattle moved slowly through the damp grass, their thick coats dark with morning dew.

      “Yes, sweetheart. Just a moment.” Meredith managed a smile though even this simple outing felt like an enormous effort. Three months since the funeral and she still felt like she was moving through water, every interaction requiring conscious effort to appear normal.

      But Isla had been asking about the farm for weeks, and the cottage walls had begun to feel like they were closing in. The GP had mentioned fresh air and community activities during her last appointment. “For both of you,” she’d said gently. “Isolation isn’t healing.”

      So here they were.

      The play area smelled of damp bark and morning mist, the wooden equipment slick with dew. Only one other child was there—a little girl about Isla’s age, climbing the slide with careful precision, her honey-blonde curls escaping from under a woolly beanie. The child’s mother sat beneath the willow tree, watching her daughter with the kind of relaxed attention that made Meredith’s chest ache with envy.

      “Moooooo,” came a soft imitation nearby. A girl about Isla’s age stood beside the slide, wrapped up in a floral, waterproof jacket without any hat, which she detested. “Those are Highland coos,” she said with authority, the word coos rolling out in a Scottish burr.

      Charlie immediately stepped closer. “I’m Charlie. I’m four, and I like cows and deer.”

      Isla grinned. “I’m Isla. I like hedgepogs best!”

      “Hedgepogs? What is that?” Charlie frowned.

      “They’re tiny with pikes! Want me to draw one?”

      Within moments, the two girls were racing around the playground, their shrieks of laughter piercing the morning quiet, their boots squelching in puddles and sending up sprays of muddy water. The sound of pure and uncomplicated joy hit Meredith like a physical blow. Her chest tightened, caught between fierce happiness for Isla and terror at how fragile this moment felt. Friendship meant vulnerability. Another person to lose.

      A voice, warm as treacle, broke through her spiralling thoughts.

      The other mother approached, her footsteps soft on the damp grass, petite and vibrant, with dark curls that caught the weak sunlight and an accent that made Meredith’s translator instincts prick up—not English despite the fluent words. The vowels were too round, the consonants too precise. South African, certainly.

      “I’m Imka,” the woman continued, settling beside her on the bench. “That one’s mine—the little cow fanatic.”

      “Meredith Fraser. Isla’s mum.” The words felt clumsy in her mouth, unused. How long since she’d introduced herself to anyone new? The simple act of stating her name, her role, felt like speaking a foreign language.

      “We just moved to the village. Number twelve, Heather Wynd.”

      The information sparked recognition. “Oh, you’re the new family. We’re at number nine. We’ve lived here for…for a few years now.” Since before Cass died, she didn’t add. Since when I thought I knew what my life would look.

      “No way!” Imka’s face brightened with genuine delight. “That’s wonderful. It’s so comforting knowing there’s an experienced mum just a few doors down.”

      Experienced. The word sat heavy in Meredith’s chest. Was that what she was? Experienced at widowhood, at single motherhood, at pretending she had her life together when most days, she could barely manage to get dressed?

      “We moved from Eden Cove in the south of England about three weeks ago, but we’re originally from Joburg, South Africa,” Imka continued. “Daniel, my husband, and I figured somewhere like Bieldfell would be a lovely place to raise Charlie. We’ll be living here for at least a year.”

      A husband. Of course. Meredith felt a sharp stab of envy for this woman’s intact family, quickly followed by guilt for the bitter emotion. “It is peaceful. Bieldfell’s a good place for children. The village looks after its own.”

      The coffee on Imka’s breath mingled with something floral—perfume or fabric softener—as she settled beside her. “Ja, I’ve become an expert at layering. And baking, thank goodness. I used to work in PR back home, but I’m planning to sell birthday cakes, biscuits, maybe rusks in the village.”

      The confidence in her voice grated like sandpaper—the easy assumption that she could simply start a business, that the village would welcome her offerings, that life could be shaped by want and effort rather than endured day by day. When had Meredith become someone who watched other women’s ambitions instead of nurturing her own?

      “Mrs Patterson at the shop is lovely. I’m sure she’d be interested.” The response came automatically, polite and helpful. Safe.

      “What about you? What do you do?”

      “I’m a translator. Freelance. Mostly work from home.” She didn’t mention how the work had become a lifeline these past few months—the only thing that made her feel competent and useful. “It’s not glamorous, but it keeps things afloat.”

      “Ja, language is its own kind of magic,” Imka said with genuine admiration. “You speak beautifully, by the way. Scottish but something else, too?”

      The observation caught Meredith off guard. Most people didn’t notice the subtle traces of her mother’s influence in her speech. “Eastern European heritage. My mother’s Ukrainian. She made sure I learned Polish and Ukrainian for when family visits, and now, I use them quite a bit for translation work with the immigrant communities here.”

      “That’s wonderful. And Isla? Do you speak Ukrainian with her?”

      The words stung like a blade sliding between ribs. Meredith’s gaze drifted to Isla, standing proud at the top of the slide beside Charlie, and the familiar weight of failure pressed down on her shoulders. All the ways she’d disappointed her mother. All the traditions she’d let wither.

      The admission tasted bitter as old tea. Her mother’s voice echoed in memory: Language is heritage, Meredith. It’s who we are. “My husband wasn’t… He didn’t see the point. And now it’s just the two of us, and…well, it’s been difficult to think about much beyond getting through each day.”

      The understatement hung in the air between them. Difficult didn’t begin to cover the exhaustion of grief, the constant effort of keeping Isla’s world stable while her own crumbled. It didn’t capture the guilt she felt about all the traditions she’d let slip, all the cultural connections she’d allowed Cass to dismiss as unnecessary complications.

      “I speak Afrikaans with Charlie all the time,” Imka said gently. “It’s one of those little ways we hold onto home. It matters, especially now that we’re far away. You could still teach Isla. They’re little sponges at this age.”

      “You think so?”

      “Absolutely. They’re pretending to be deer and cows right now
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